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INTRODUCTION
PROVERBS, BOOK OF The Book of Proverbs contains the essence of Israel's wisdom. It provides a godly worldview and offers insight for living. Prov 1:7 provides the perspective for understanding all the proverbs: "The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge; fools despise wisdom and instruction." "Fear of the Lord" is biblical shorthand for an entire life in love, worship, and obedience to God.
Date and Composition 
(a) Though the title of Proverbs (1:1) seems to ascribe the entire book to Solomon, closer inspection reveals that the book is composed of parts and that it was formed over a period of several hundred years. 
(b) It is difficult to know precisely the role Solomon and his court may have had in starting the process, which culminated in the Book of Proverbs. 
(c) This process may be compared to the way psalms of Davidic authorship eventually led to the Book of Psalms. 
(d) In Israel, wisdom was considered Solomonic almost by definition (see articles on Song of Solomon, and Ecclesiastes, as well as the apocryphal work, Wisdom of Solomon). 
(e) Thus the titles in 1:1 and 10:1 are not strictly statements of authorship in the modern sense.
(f) That Proverbs is a collection of collections, which grew over time is best seen from its variety of content and from its titles. 
(g) These titles introduce the book's major sub collections, and are found in 1:1; 10:1; 22:17 ("words of the wise"); 24:23; 25:1; 30:1; 31:1. 
(h) For dating, 25:1 places the copying or editing of chapters 25-29 in the court of Hezekiah, thus about 700 B.C., some 250 years after Solomon. 
(i) The process of compilation probably extended into the postexilic period.
(j) Because wisdom writings have almost no historical references, they are very difficult to date.

(k) Most scholars place chapters 10-29 sometime in the period of kings. 
(l) Chapters 1-9 are in a different genre (see below) from the Solomonic sayings of chapter’s 10:1-22:16 and their dates are disputed. 
(m) Some say it may be as early as Solomon. 
(n) Others say it is postexilic, that chapters 1-9 were added to 10-29 to give later readers a context from, which to understand the short sayings in the latter chapters. 
(o) The date of chapters 30-31 is also uncertain. 
(p) One scholar has argued there is a play on the Greek word for wisdom (Sophia) in 31:27. 
(q) This would date chapter 31 after the conquest of Palestine by Alexander the Great in 332 B.C.

Literary Character and Forms the Book of Proverbs uses a variety of wisdom forms or genres. The Hebrew word for proverb (Mashal), found in the book's title, can refer to a variety of literary forms beside the proverb: prophetic "discourse" (Num 23:7, 18), "allegory" (Ezek 17:2; 24:3), "taunt song" (Mic 2:4). Different sections of the book specialize in characteristic forms. Long wisdom poems, which scholars call "Instructions" after their Egyptian counterpart, dominate 1:8-9:18. These usually begin with a direct address to "son/children" and contain imperatives or prohibitions, motive clauses (reasons for actions), and sometimes-narrative development (7:6-23). The setting of these instructions may be a school for young aristocrats. This section also contains public speeches by personified Wisdom (1:20-33; 8; 9:1-6).

(From Holman Bible Dictionary. (c) Copyright 1991 by Holman Bible Publishers. All rights reserved.)
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"Sayings" which express wise insights about reality are the primary forms in 10:1-22:16 and 25-29. Sayings are characterized by extreme brevity. In Hebrew they usually have two lines with only six to eight words, in contrast to their much longer English translations. These sayings may simply "tell it like it is," and let readers draw their own conclusions (11:24; 17:27-28; 18:16). 

They can also make clear value judgments (10:17; 14:31; 15:33; 19:17). Mostly "antithetical sayings" which contrast opposites appear in 10-15, but mixed in are a few "better -- than" sayings ("Better is a dinner with herbs where love is than a fatted ox and hatred with it," 15:17; compare v. 16) which are also scattered in other sections (16:8, 19; 17:1; 19:1; 21:9; 25:24; 27:5, 10 b; 28:6). 

The section 25:1-27 is especially rich in comparative proverbs, which set two things beside one another for comparison: "Like cold water to a thirsty soul, so is good news from a far country" (25:25; compare 25:12, 13, 14, 26, 28; 26:1-3, 6-11, 14,20 among others). Such sayings also occur elsewhere, "Like a gold ring in a swine's snout is a beautiful woman without discretion" (11:22).

"Admonitions" characterize 22:17-24:22. Borrowing from Egyptian wisdom marks this section. These short wisdom forms contain imperatives or prohibitions, usually followed by a motive clause which gives a reason or two for doing that which is being urged: "Do not remove an ancient landmark or enter the fields of the fatherless; for their Redeemer is strong; he will plead their cause against you" (23:10-11). Admonitions are a shorter relative of the instruction.
The word of Agur (chapter 30) specializes in numerical sayings (30:15-31). The epilogue of the book (31:10-31) presents an alphabetic poem on wisdom embodied in the "valiant woman." This brief sketch of wisdom forms presents only the basic types. Even within the types here presented, a great deal of subtle variation occurs.

Themes and Worldview In spite of being a collection of collections, Proverbs displays a unified, richly complex worldview. Prov 1-9 introduces this worldview and lays out its main themes. The short sayings of Prov 10-31 are to be understood in light of the first nine chapters.

The beginning and end of wisdom is to fear God and avoid evil (1:7; 8:13; 9:10; 15:33). The world is a battleground between wisdom and folly, righteousness and wickedness, good and evil. This conflict is personified in Lady Wisdom (1:20-33; 4:5-9; 8; 9:1-6) and Harlot Folly (5:1-6; 6:24-35; 7; 9:13-18). Both "women" offer love and invite simple young men (like those in the royal school) to their homes to sample their wares. Wisdom's invitation is to life (8:34-36); the seduction of Folly leads to death (5:4-6; 7:22-27; 9:18).

Mysteriously, Lady Wisdom speaks in public places, offering wisdom to everyone who will listen (1:20-22; 8:1-5; 9:3). Wisdom does not hide, but stands there for all who seek her. Some scholars consider Wisdom to be an attribute of God, especially shown in creation (3:19-20; 8:22-31). More accurately stated, however, Wisdom is "the self-revelation of creation." That is, God has placed in creation a wise order, which speaks to humankind of good and evil, urging humans toward good and away from evil. This is not just the "voice of experience," but God's general revelation, which speaks to all people with authority. The world is not silent, but speaks of the Creator and His will (Psalms 19:1-2; 97:6; 145:10; 148; Job 12:7-9; Acts 14:15-17; Romans 1:18-23; 2:14-15).
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This perspective eliminates any split between faith and reason, between sacred and secular. The person who knows God also knows that every inch of life is created by God and belongs to Him. Experiences of God come only from experiences in God's world. Experiences in the world point the person of faith to God.

Thus, the wise person "fears God" and also lives in harmony with God's order for creation. The sluggard must learn from the ant because the ant's work is in tune with the order of the seasons (Proverbs 6:6-11; compare 10:5).

Thinking Proverbially The short proverbs in chapters 10-29 cover a wealth of topics from wives (11:22; 18:22; 25:24) to friends (14:20; 17:17-18; 18:17; 27:6), strong drink (23:29-35; 31:4-7), wealth and poverty, justice and injustice, table manners and social status (23:1-8; compare 25:6-7; Luke 14:7-11).

One cannot just use any proverb on any topic, for proverbs can be misused: "Like a lame man's legs, which hang useless, is a proverb in the mouth of fools" (Proverbs 26:7; compare v. 9). Proverbs are designed to make one wise, but they require wisdom to be used correctly. Proverbs are true, but their truth is realized only when they are fitly applied in the right situation. 
Job's friends misapplied proverbs about the wicked to righteous Job. Many things have more than one side to them, and the wise person will know, which is which. Wives can be a gift from the Lord (18:22), but sometimes singleness seems better (21:9, 19). Silence can be a sign of wisdom (17:27) or a cover-up (17:28). A "friend" (Hebrew, rea) can be trusted (17:17), but not always (17:18; "neighbor" = rea')!

Wealth can be a sign of God's blessing (3:9-10), but some saints suffer (3:11-12). Wealth can result from wickedness (13:23; 17:23; 28:11; compare 26:12). It is better to be poor and godly: "Better is a little with righteousness than great revenues with injustice" (16:8; compare 15:16-17; 17:1; 19:1; 28:6). In the end God will judge: "He who closes his ear to the cry of the poor will himself cry out and not be heard" (21:13; compare 3:27-28; 22:16; 24:11-12; 10:2; 11:4).

The problem of fittingness is most sharply put in 26:4-5:
Answer not a fool according to his folly, lest you be like him yourself. Answer a fool according to his folly, lest he be wise in his own eyes.

Such dilemmas force us to confront the limits of our wisdom (26:12) and to rely upon God (3:5-8).

Proverbs generally operate on the principle that consequences follow acts: you reap what you sow. In a fallen world; however, God's justice is sometimes delayed. The "better -- than" proverbs in particular show the disorder of the present world, the "exceptions to the rule." The righteous thus works and prays, like the psalmist, for the day when God will make all things right.

(From Holman Bible Dictionary. (c) Copyright 1991 by Holman Bible Publishers. All rights reserved.)
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THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK AS A WHOLE




Introduction  1:1-6-
A.  1:-6-9:18.

“THE WORDS OF THE WISE.” For Solomon. For a Prince and A King. Second 

    


Person (“MY SON,” “THY,” “THEE,” “THOU,” “THINE”). The “MOTHER.”

B  C  10:1-19:19.          Proverbs by Solomon. For all. Third Person (“HE,” “HIS,” “HIM,” “THEY,” 




    “THEM”).

         D  19:20-24:34.          Proverbs by Solomon. For A Prince and A King. Second Person. (“MY 
                                             SON,” “THOU,”  “THY”).

 B  C  25:1-26:28.           Proverbs by Solomon. For all. “Copied by the men of Hezekiah” Third 

                                        Person (“HE,” “HIM,” “HIS”).

          D  27:1-29:27.           Proverbs for Solomon. For A Prince and A King. Second Person (“MY 

                                            SON,” “THEE,” “THY”).

A  30:1-31:31.            “THE WORDS OF AGUR” and “THE WORDS OF LEMUEL.” For Solomon.
                                    For Solomon. For A Prince and A King (“MY SON,” “THY”). The “MOTHER.”

Outline 

I.
Proverbs Is Designed to Impart Divine Wisdom Concerning Life (1:1-6).

II.
Wisdom's Contribution to Life Is to Be Praised (1:7-9:18).

A.
The goal of all wisdom is that people "fear... the Lord" (1:7).
B.
Wisdom identifies sin and calls sinners to repentance (1:8-33).

C.
Wisdom enables the sinner to be set free and experience meaningful life (2).

D.
Wisdom produces a sense of divine presence, joy, and peace in the believer (3:1-26).

E.
Wisdom admonishes believers to share God's love with others (3:27-35).

F.
Wisdom helps a father instruct his son how to obtain a meaningful life (4).

G.
Wisdom calls for purity and honesty in all marriage relationships (5).

H.
Wisdom admonishes the believer to work hard and spend wisely (6:1-19).

I.
Wisdom warns against the peril of adultery (6:20-7:27).

J.
Through divine wisdom, God offers Himself to humankind (8).

K.
Wisdom presents us with two choices, life or death (9).

III. One's Response to Wisdom Brings About Earthly Consequences (10:1-22:16).

A.
The righteous finds blessings, but the wicked suffer greatly (10).

B.
The deceitful pay a terrible price, but the honest find God's favor (11).

C.
The righteous is open to instruction, but the wicked are not (12).

D.
The righteous is obedient to God's will; however, the wicked rebel (13).

E.
The foolish will be judged, but the righteous will be accepted by God (14).

F.
The Lord watches over all humankind and judges each accordingly (15).

G.
The Lord is the fountain of life for the faithful (16).
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H.
The foolish thrive on bribery, but the wise are honest yet merciful (17).

I.
The foolish are haughty, but the righteous is humble (18).

J.
The poor are to be pitied, but the wealthy are honored by God (19).

K.
The wise work hard and treat both friend and foe with love (20).

L.
God requires holy lives and not just holy rituals (21).

M.
The wise discipline themselves to follow God in everything (22:1-16).
IV.
Wisdom Provides Prudent Counsel for Both the Present and the Future (22:17-24:34).

A.
Wisdom tells one when to speak and when to be silent (22:17-21).

B.
The wise ones care for and protect the poor (22:22-29).

C.
Wisdom warns one not to fall into the trap of another's craftiness (23:1-11).

D.
Youth need instruction and correction to become what they should be (23:12-28).

E.
The drunkard destroys his life and that of others (23:29-35).

F.
Wisdom leads to a meaningful life, but wickedness leads to destruction (24:1-9).

G.
The wise ones steadfastly trust God in both the good and bad times (24:10-22).

H.
Wisdom promotes true justice (24:23-34).

V.
Wisdom Constantly Reminds People of They’re Past Heritage (25:1-29:27).

A.
The king shares in the responsibility for promoting wisdom (25:1-14).

B.
The righteous exercise self-discipline and love in all of life (25:15-28).

C.
The foolish fail the test of life and face God's judgment (26).

D.
Life's quest for meaning is brief and frustrating at times (27:1-22).

E.
People should learn to live as responsible stewards (27:23-27).

F.
God expects justice from His followers (28).

G.
Discipline is an essential part of life (29).

VI.
The True Source of Meaningful Existence Can Be Found Only in God (30:1-31:31).

A.
Human beings cannot fully discover or understand God's wisdom (30).

B.
Humans can practice righteousness and show loving-kindness (31:1-9).

C.
The key to meaningful existence is found in one's faith relationship to God (31:10-31).

                                                                                                                       Raymond C. Van Leeuwen

(From Holman Bible Dictionary. (c) Copyright 1991 by Holman Bible Publishers. All rights reserved.)
ANALYSIS by Dr. J.W. Thirtle, which corresponds with the Structure on Page 4
The Book of Proverbs is generally described as belonging to a branch of Hebrew literature, which has for its subject Wisdom, or, as we should say, Philosophy. This view has some truth in it; but it does not express the whole truth, as will appear from an analysis of the book, and a careful examination of its constituent parts.

The book makes no claim to unity of authorship; it is avowedly a collection, and includes the work of others besides Solomon the King. Hence, though in some sections there may be wisdom of a general order, in others one may find cautions and counsels which were intended for a particular individual and not for “all sorts and conditions of men;” and which, therefore, are not abstract Wisdom in the sense implied by most expositors of the book
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The conviction that this is the case will grow upon those who discriminate the material of which the book is composed, noting the varying motives of the writers, and the outstanding characteristics of their proverbs, or sayings.

On the surface one distinguishes four divisions:

1. The Proverbs of Solomon,

2. The Words of the Wise,

3. The Words of Agur,

4. And the Words of Lemuel.

As these several writings may be easily distinguished, there is no reason why we should summarily conclude that all the sections are of the “Wisdom” order. Taken as a whole, the material rightly answers to the description of “Proverbs” (chapter 1 verse 1), or sententious sayings, generally completed in the distich, or verse of two lines; but, as the authorship is complex, so also there may be diversity of motive and object in the writings.
The present contention is that, while the Proverbs of Solomon may consist of teaching for all and sundry dealing with prudence, discretion, and the conduct of life – the sections which contain “the Words of the Wise” were intended as instruction for a prince, and therefore designed to teach elementary lessons in policy and state craft, even to show a young ruler how he might “cleanse his way,” as the representative of Jehovah upon the throne of Israel.

These parts of the book have hitherto been treated as if designed to emphasize certain commands of the Decalogue: whereas, in reality, they demand closer attention, as dealing with dangers and temptations such as would inevitably beset a king on the throne of Israel. Hence, in a word, we find in the first twenty-nine chapters of the book several series of Proverbs, which were for Solomon, and again several series which were by Solomon. Between the two classes there is a wide difference. 
Of those that were for the king, being, in fact, “Words of the Wise” (men, or teachers), given for the instruction of the young man, it may be said that, having a relation to the principles which were fundamental in the divinely ordained constitution of Israel. They stand apart from the class of Proverbs which, enunciated by Solomon himself, were more or less generally concerned with the life and behavior of the individual Israelite of the time.
TITLE (chapter 1. vv. 1-6)
Misapprehension on the part of the Massorites [those who put the Scriptures in chapters and verses] or their predecessors in the editing of the text, led to inclusion in the title of the line which, as heading, opens Section I, “The Words of the Wise and their dark sayings,” or sententious utterances.

1. “Words of the Wise” (men, or teachers) – addresses by a father to a son, or rather by a teacher to a pupil, the distinctive terms being the same (v. 6- ). The addresses are fifteen in number, and all of them introduced by the formula “My son” (1:7-7:27).
2. The general subject of this section is embodied in the words “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge; but fools despise wisdom and instruction” (v. 7). The “Son” is addressing directly, “thou” and “thee,” and “thy” being also used; and again and again he is warned, in the most solemn terms, against “the strange women,” i.e. the foreign or alien woman.
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3. Such women having from time to time led astray any Israelites that consorted with them. Recall the allurements of the daughters of Moab; and the cases of Samson and Ahab. In other sections “my son” is warned against “sinners” and “the wicked,” – that is, the heathen who knew not the true God, but who were haters of righteousness, lovers of war, and given to oppression.
4. He is, in particular, counseled not to “strike hands” with such – i.e. not to enter into alliance or covenant with any such.
Two addresses, in the former of which (chapter 8,) Wisdom makes her claim upon the devotion of one who is urged to esteem her as better than gold, or silver, and is reminded that by Wisdom alone can kings reign and princes decree justice.
While in the latter (chapter 9), Wisdom and Folly are contrasted, the fear of Jehovah (or piety, as we know it to have been esteemed in Israel) is magnified, and a warning is uttered against the foolish woman, already introduced as “the strange woman,” with whom no Israelite should have any association – assuredly no king in Israel should seek her company.

In this section the address is sometimes to “Ye”, and “them,” and “they” (that is, in the plural number); at other times to “thee,” and “thou” (i.e. in the singular number). So far, after the title of the book, we have met with no mention of Solomon; and none of his work. Hitherto, we have had proverbs, which Solomon was taught.
A collection of Proverbs by Solomon, being so described in the opening verse (10:1). If the contents of sections already described (1:-6-9:18), had been by Solomon, there would have been no need in this place for the introductory line “The Proverbs of Solomon.”

The mode of address is quite unlike that of the first section, with its second person of the pronoun; the proverbs are not spoken to “my son,” but they mention “he” and “him,” using generally the third person of the pronoun. Apparently, they continue to chapter 19:26, or thereabouts. They were for men in general to learn, and not for a prince or distinguished individual (as “my son”).

Another section of addressed to “my son” begins with 19:20 or thereabouts; and continues to the end of chapter 24. Here we have further lessons upon the ways of a king – like those of the earlier sections of the book, but quite unmatched by anything in “The Proverbs of Solomon” (see 19:27, “My son;” and “the king” 20:2, 8, 26, 28; 21:1; 22:11).
These are “Words of the Wise” (men, or teachers): this is twice affirmed (22:17; 24:23 R.V.); and the occurrences of the formula “my son” are six in number (19:27; 23:15, 19, 26; 24:13, 21). The counsels, like those of previous sections are such as would eminently befit a prince in Israel: “my son” is instructed to regard the fear of the Lord as more desirable than riches (22:1, 4)

Apparently the words are addressed to one who is to sit among rulers (23:1); one whose duty it is, for the present, to fear the king as well as God (24:21); but one who is learning the duties of judicial administration (20:8, 26, 28; 21:3; 22:11) There is nothing commonplace in warnings against “having respect of persons” in judgment: such counsel is for a ruler (24:23, 24).
PROVERBS - INTRODUCTION
In the earlier portion of this division the pronouns are mostly in the third person, “he” and “him;” afterwards in the second person, “thou,” and “thy,” and “thee.” The counsels are manifestly such as King Solomon should have taken to heart.

A second collection of Proverbs by Solomon – Chapters 25 and 26 (see opening verse of chapter 25). The book having been brought into its present shape in the reign of King Hezekiah, this section was “copied out” by the scribes of that time. 

They would find in the royal library at Jerusalem many writings for the good of the nation, and among them some of the best utterances of Solomon, as well as of his father David, who was likewise a great patron of literature. The things said about kings are what might well be expected from one who was he the occupant of a throne (25:2-7).
EXAMPLE OF SOLOMON’S WORK OTHER THAN SCRIPTURE

A simile of Solomon, in which he compares matter to a faithless wife 

‘For matter is never found without form, and is therefore always like such a wife who is never without a husband, never single; and yet, though being wedded, constantly seeks another man in the place of her husband; she entices and attracts him in every possible manner till he obtains from her what her husband has obtained. The same is the case with matter. Whatever form it has, it is disposed to receive another form; it never leaves off moving and casting off the form which it has in order to receive another. The same takes place when this second form is received.’  Moses Maimonides Sage of Israel
Without special introduction, chapter 27 begins another series of “Words of the Wise.” The indication is found in the substance of the proverbs, which are so obviously designed as instruction for a prince, and also in the occurrence of the formula “my son” (27:11). The general applicability of these words to the case of a ruler in Israel is obvious (see 28:2, 6-8, 16; 29:4, 12, 14, 26).

A. The words of Agur, the son of Jakeh (chapter 30)
B. The words of King Lemuel, the prophecy that his mother taught him (31:1-9), leading to the poem on the virtuous woman (31:10-31).

In order to a proper understanding of “the Words of the Wise,” it is needful to bear in mind the following facts:

1. The word “father” is used for a teacher – 2 Kings 2:12; 6:21; 13:14 (compare Judges 17:10; 18:19); and thus came to be common designation of the Jewish Rabbins [teachers].

2. The word “son” is used for a pupil – 1 Samuel 3:6, 16; 1 Kings 20:35; 2 Kings 2:3, 5, 7, 15, and elsewhere; for the Israelitish prophets, in some cases, conducted schools for young men, and received from them the obedience which was due to parents, in whose place they stood for the time being.

3. In this connection, note the words of remorse, suggested as used by “my son” in the event of disobedience: I ‘have not obeyed the voice of my teachers, nor inclined mine ear to them that instructed me’ (chapter 5:13).
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4. Again: The expressions “sinners,” and “wicked,” and “fools,” and “hypocrites” were applied in Israel to the heathen, and those who followed their ways (Isaiah 13:11; 14:5: compare Psalms 9:5; 26:5; Proverbs 3:33; 28:4, 28; 29:2).

5. Though, as suggested, dealing with politics, the “Words of the Wise” are in the language of the school; and the prince to whom the wise men address themselves is led to view the surrounding nations and their ways from the standpoint of those who find the beginning and end of knowledge in “the fear of the Lord.”

6. The “strange woman,” whether answering to the Hebrew word zarah or nokriah, was not an erring Israelite, but an Alien woman, to traffic with whom would inevitably lead to declension from the Lord.
7. Both Hebrew words are found in chapter 5:20; and in chapter 6:22 the subject is extended, and associated with adultery, in order that personal purity may be properly emphasized. As the Divine intention was that Israel should be separate from the nations of the earth (Deuteronomy 7:6, and reference: compare Ezekiel 20:32).

8. It follows that the consorting with “strange women” implied contempt of the covenant purpose of God in regard to the elect family of Abraham. There were, moreover, other consequences. In the event of the transgressor being of the seed royal, such acts would bring confusion, and would imperil the dynasty of David, the king of Jehovah’s choice; while all such offenders in Israel were thereby liable to be led into idolatry (Exodus 34:16).

9. Through misinterpretation of chapter 2:17, some have held that the “strange woman” was an adulteress of the house of Israel, and this has excluded from view the aspect, which has thus far been presented.

10. Careful examination of the passage, however, finds in the word “god,” as here employed, no reference to Jehovah, but rather to the national “god,” or gods, of the “alien woman.”

11. In this verse the teacher would emphasize the audacity of the flatterer: “she forsakes the guide of her youth, and forgettest the covenant of her god.” That is, leaving her own people in Philistia, Edom, Moab, or Egypt, she has assumed the part of an adventuress, and come among a community of whose God she know nothing. 
12. It was quite in order, on the one hand, to speak of nations as the people of their god (Numbers 21:29; compare 2 Kings 11:17; Psalms 47:9); and likewise, on the other hand, to speak of gods as the gods of distinctive peoples. (Judges 11:24; Jeremiah 43:12; 48:7: compare Joshua 7:13; Judges 5:3, 5; Isaiah 8:19; 40:1).
13. The usage thus indicated was sanctified in relation to the faithful in many passages of Holy Scripture: see the divergent courses of Orpah and Ruth (Ruth 1:15, 16), and compare the gracious words of Jehovah: “I will be your God, and ye shall be My People” (Leviticus 26:12; compare Exodus 6:7; Jeremiah 7:23; 11:4; 24:7).

14. Another ground for the contention that the “strange woman” merely means an Israelite of evil reputation has been found by some in chapter 7:19, 20 – “the Goodman is not at home, he is gone a long journey,” &c. 

15. This, however, proves nothing against the position taken up in the analysis now presented. In fact, it may be assumed that, in the days of Solomon (as ever since) female corrupters of men alien or otherwise, included some who had the protection of husbands, or men who sustained such a relation. We now call them ‘pimps.’

16. Thus we fine “the Words of the Wise” to have been addressed by teachers to Solomon the prince, teachers whose desire it was to instruct him in the ways of his father’s God: in fact, both parents are mentioned (1:8; 6:20). Accordingly, these sections of the book deal with the domestic politics of Israel.
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17. After the opening verse there is no mention of the nation in specific terms; but the fear of the Lord, the pious service of Jehovah, is inculcated as fundamental. The “Words” or “Sayings,” as the title of the book intimates, treat of “discretion” and “wise dealing,” as these are shown to relate to “the fear of the Lord.”

18. Moreover, the “Words” range themselves in classes that were distinctly anticipated in the Pentateuch [five books of Moses] as proper subjects for the consideration of rulers in Israel. This fact has an important bearing upon the age of the book, and also upon the age of other portions of the Old Testament.

For instance: in Deuteronomy 17:14-20 it is stipulated that, if, on settlement in the Land of Canaan, the People should desire a king, then in such matter they should have regard to the Divine choice, which would be, not to put responsibility upon a foreigner, but upon “one from among thy brethren.”

The stipulations are continued thus:

a. He shall not multiply horses, after the manner of the Egyptians;
b. He shall not multiply wives, who might “turn away his heart” from God;

c. He shall not greatly multiply to himself silver and gold;

d. He shall make a copy of the Law, and read therein daily, that he may learn to fear the Lord;

e. All this is to be to the end that he may prolong his days in his kingdom, and never lack successors on the throne.

Moreover, in Deuteronomy 7:2-5 (compare Exodus 34:12, and Joshua 23:12, 13) it is laid down that the Israelites should destroy the Canaanites and their symbols of worship; should make no covenant with them, and should guard against intermarriage with them; the last-named prohibition being supported by the warning that it would lead to apostasy from Jehovah: ‘They will turn away thy son from following Me, that they may swerve other gods.’
To the thoughtful reader of the Book of Proverbs it is clear that the sanctions and prohibitions of these passages of the Pentateuch form the warp and woof of the teaching of the wise men to whose care the son of David was committed.

The Proverbs of Solomon, strictly so-called, as found in sections above are quite distinct from “The Words of the Wise,” and addressed to “my son.” The prince was, in these latter portions, diligently fortified against practices that would bring about religious apostasy, and eventuate in dynastic disaster.
Hence, in these divisions of the book, we find instruction, which answers with precision to the stipulations given in the Pentateuch, thus:

1. Horses are treated as of no account for “victory is of the Lord” (21:31).

2. The taking of foreign wives is condemned with unceasing energy (2:16; 6:24; 7:5).

3. Gold and silver, riches, are declared to be inferior to the fear of the Lord; in fact, to be at the disposal of wisdom, and therefore not to be desired apart they’re from (3:16; 8:18, 19; 22:1-4; 23:4, 5; 27:24; 28:6-8).

4. The majesty of the Law is affirmed, and to keep it is a mark of wisdom; while the man who turns away from hearing (and heeding) the Law cannot offer acceptable worship to God (6:20-23; 28:4-9; 29:18).
5. Obedience is commended, and shown to bring prolongation of life (3:2, 16; 4:10; 9:11; compare 10:27).
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These several points agree with the stipulations of Deuteronomy 17, as we have indicated them in the light of Deuteronomy 7. Further, as the ruler was not to make covenant with the nations, so also we find denunciations of alliance with “sinners” and “strangers,” as distinct from woman (1:10-15).

“Come with us…one purse” (6:1; compare 20:26); also counsels against following the ways of the nations in regard to war (1:10-18; 3:30; 4:14-17). The lessons were of the utmost gravity; but, as we know, the young prince did not, in their entirety, take them to heart.

When, at length, Solomon was called upon to make his life-choice, he rightly prayed for wisdom rather than wealth; and, as we know, was given “a wise and understanding heart,” also, in addition, that which he did not request, “both riches and honor” (1 Kings 3:9-13).

Hence, in his own Proverbs, Solomon spoke in praise of wisdom (13:1; 14:1), and accorded a secondary place to riches (11:28; 13:7, 8; 14:24; 15:6, 16; 16:16; 18:11). The teaching, however, which was of the greatest moment, he did not receive and hold fast.
Accordingly, we peruse his Proverbs in vain for any warnings against the “strange woman.” Clearly this lesson was not learnt. Hence, in the record of his life (1 Kings 11) we read:

King Solomon loved many strange women (the plural of the word nokriah), together with the daughter of Pharaoh, women of the Moabites, Ammonites, Edomites, Zidonians, and Hittites; of the nations concerning which the Lord said unto the children of Israel, Ye shall not go in to them, neither shall they come in unto you: for surely they will turn away your heart after their gods: Solomon clave unto these in love (1, 2).

The words “concerning which the Lord said unto the children of Israel” take us back to Exodus 34:16, and Deuteronomy 7:3, 4. The thing that was apprehended took place. We further read:-

It came to pass, when Solomon was old, that his wives turned away his heart after other gods: and his heart was not perfect with the Lord his God, as was the heart of David his father. For Solomon went after Ashtoreth the goddess of the Zidonians, and after Milcom the abomination of the Ammonites. And Solomon did evil in the sight of the Lord, and went not fully after the Lord, as did David his father. Then did Solomon build a high place for Chemosh, the abomination of Moab, in the hill that is before Jerusalem, and for Molech, the abomination of the children of Ammon. And likewise did he for all his strange wives, which burnt incense and sacrificed unto their gods (4-8).

In further contempt of the will of the Lord for his kingdom, Solomon introduced horses from Egypt (1 Kings 10:26-29; compare chapter 9:19). The result was terrible. The kingdom was divided, in execution of the purpose set forth in 1 Kings 11:11-13, and the ten tribes taken from under Rehoboam, the son of Solomon, of whom we read the significant (and repeated) words: “His mother’s name was Naamah the Ammonitess” (1 Kings 14:21, 31.
And primarily this evil came from the folly of the king in consorting with foreign women, in defiance of the instructions of teachers whose words have come down to us in “the Words of the Wise.” Such conduct was a breach of the Divine covenant.

The serious view which was taken of all such proceedings by the pious Israelite may be gathered from the words and deeds of Ezra the Scribe, at the time of the Return (Ezra 9, 10 passim; compare Neh. 13:23. See also Josephus Antiq. 8. 7. 5).
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Having thus discriminated the Proverbs, and seen that, while some were written by Solomon, others were written for him, we suggest that the instruction which was given to the young prince shows an intimate acquaintance with Israelitish policy, as divinely ordained, and set out in the Book of Deuteronomy.
That is to say, in the tenth century B.C.E., [Before the Common Era] the cautions and warnings given in Deuteronomy 7 and 17 were developed in detail by those who were charged with the education of him who was to succeed King David on the throne of Israel.

Yet the theory has been advanced, and is my many maintained, that the Book of Deuteronomy had no existence in the age of Solomon! Indeed, it has been boldly declared that Deuteronomy was written in the reign of Manasseh, some time near 650 B.C.E. And, naturally, scholars, who have not been able to distinguish allusions to the book of Deuteronomy in the early Prophets, have not been careful to look for any reflection of its teaching in the Book of Proverbs, which, so readily has been placed in its entirety in the class of Wisdom Literature.

Now, however, with due place and significance given to “the Words of the Wise,” we see that the Fifth Book of the Pentateuch is demanded in the history of Israel over three hundred years before the Manasseh, and still longer before its suggested fabrication in the days of Josiah. This study has an important bearing upon critical questions, with which, hitherto, it has not been thought to have any intimate connection.

The Companion Bible
Authorship:
The book of Proverbs, Hebrew Mishlei Shlomo, “Proverbs of Solomon”), is one of three biblical books ascribed to Solomon. According to tradition, he wrote the love lyrics of the Song of Songs [Songs of Solomon] when he was young, the wisdom of Proverbs in his midlife, and the disillusioned complaints of Ecclesiastes when he was old (reference Talmud Song Rab. #10).   Jewish Study Bible

PROVERBS – INTRODUCTION FROM THE JEWISH SIDE

Setting and Major Themes:

The book of proverbs opens a window to a realm of ancient Israelite experience little seen elsewhere in the Bible: everyday life. Proverbs guides individuals (not the nation) in how to do what is wise in their day-to-day lives. It teaches the attitudes and courses of actions that are right, just, and pious, and the ways of behavior that facilitate and strengthen personal relationships, the forms of communication and commerce that make the life of the community congenial and secure, and the types of prudence and industry that help one achieve financial security.

The English title of the book, Proverbs, is a misnomer, since the book contains more than proverbs. The Hebrew word mashal, of which mishlei, proverbs, is a form of the plural, can also mean a comparison, incorporating a diversity of material that reflects on daily life.

Proverbs is a paean to the power of the human mind. Its authors are convinced that everyone who attends to the wisdom of the past and employs his powers of rational thinking has the ability to know what to do and what to avoid. These powers and the knowledge that goes with them are called wisdom. Wisdom – Hebrew hokhmah – is the great virtue that, for Proverbs, entails all others. No divine revelation is necessary, for God gave humanity the faculty of wisdom, and people need only listen to her call (Chapter 8). Thus, there is a certain tension between Proverbs and Torah books, which insist on the significance of revealed law.

Authorship:

The book of proverbs, Hebrew mishlei (for Mishlei Shlomo, “Proverbs of Solomon”), is one of three biblical books ascribed to Solomon. According to tradition, he wrote the love lyrics of the Song of Songs when he was young, the wisdom of Proverbs in his midlife and the disillusioned complaints of Ecclesiastes when he was old (Talmud Song Rab. 10). Some sections of the book are ascribed to other sages (24:23; 30:1-14; 31:1-9; and probably 22:17). In fact, actual Solomonic authorship of any part of the book is doubtful. Neither the language nor the contents fits Solomon’s time. Proverbs is a collective work, holding the wisdom of mostly anonymous wise men (and women, who could make up sayings as well as men; see 31:1) from many walks of life and different periods.

Wisdom Literature:

The wisdom texts in the Bible are Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes, which need to be read within the framework of an international Near Eastern wisdom tradition. Proverbs and the postbiblical book of Sirach belong to the genre of didactic wisdom. They offer instructions and observations directing the reader in the formation of ethical character and in leading a successful and happy life.

Note: Jesus ben Sira was a Jewish teacher who compiled a book of wise sayings and instructions in Hebrew in about 190 BCE. The author’s grandson later translated this work into Greek and added a preface of his own. The book has several names, which can be somewhat confusing. It is known as “Sirach” or “Ecclesiasticus”. Here is one example of his work, “[18 The fear of the Lord is the crown of wisdom, making peace and restoring health to flourish. 19 She pours forth knowledge and discernment, and she elevates the glory of those who h[old [her fast. 20 To fear the Lord is the root of wisdom, and ]her [branches are] long [life].”  The Dead Sea Scrolls Bible Page 599 by Martin Abegg, Jr, etc.
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Wisdom Literature continued:

Ecclesiastes, in spite of its sometimes unorthodox ideas, belongs in this group. Books very similar in character and content were written in Egypt and Mesopotamia, starting in the late third millennium BCE and extending to the Hellenistic period, as late as the third century BCE.

Egyptian wisdom books in particular are close in form and content to Proverbs. Most important is the Instruction of Amenemope (probably dating from the 13th or 12th Century), which is the source of much of Proverbs 22:17-23:11). Foreign wisdom books provide the intellectual context of Proverbs and clarify its ideas and goals. In the annotations, reference will be made primarily to the translations of Egyptian wisdom in Miriam Lichtheim’s Ancient Egyptian Literature (AEL), volumes 1-3 (Berkeley: University of California).

Proverbs in Jewish Thought:

The Hebrew word Torah means “instruction.” In Proverbs, this torah is human wisdom, the wise man’s teachings. Likewise hokhmah (“wisdom”) is human wisdom. Later Jewish sages [teachers] would understand torah as the Torah of Moses and equate “wisdom” with this Torah. All that is said about “torah” and “wisdom” in Proverbs was understood in this way. For example, Proverbs 8:22 was read to mean that Torah was created before the rest of the world, and 3:17-18, which refer to wisdom, became incorporated in the Torah service in the synagogue.

Proverbs is widely quoted in the Midrash and in subsequent homiletic literature, such as medieval sermons. It was a foundational text of the Musar movement, a pietistic movement among European Jews in the 18th to 19th Centuries.

Reading Proverbs:

The book is best read with attention to the different genres it contains. Collection 1, Chapters 1-9, is made up of fifteen relatively long, carefully structured and interrelated poems. Collection 6, Chapters 30 and 31, holds four relatively long poems. Collection 1 should be read as a unit, and each of the four poems in Collection 6 should be read as a unit. 

Very different are the four middle collections, in Chapters 10-29. These are composed of short saying, mostly of two lines, though there are occasionally epigrams of several lines, such as 24:30-34. There is no overall organization, and few literary units extend beyond the single verse couplet. Often, however, one saying continues the general theme of the preceding one or repeats its key terms, thus producing proverbs strings.

Here it does not matter much in what order they are read. One way of reading them is sequentially, with an attempt to grasp the ideas that unite them all. Another valid approach is to dip into them at random, reading a few at a time and thinking about the ones with striking ideas, metaphors, or imagery.
Finally, it should be remembered that Proverbs is an anthology, and the sayings in it should be judge individually. Not all sayings will speak to every reader, but everyone should find many sayings and poems that pack insight and good sense into brief and memorable forms.  Michael V. Fox
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